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Modifications in US Cuban policy announced Jan. 5 (see NotiCen, 01/07/99) have been ridiculed by
the Cuban government and questioned by analysts who doubt many of the proposed changes are
viable without Cuban cooperation. The first substantial response from a government official was
delivered Jan. 8 by Jose Luis Rodriguez, Minister of Economy and Planning, who told reporters the
measures were "crumbs."

Alarcon sees Clinton modifications as counter-revolutionary
In a televised address the following day, Ricardo Alarcon, president of the Asamblea Nacional
del Poder Popular, did not explicitly reject the proposals but said they did not amount to any real
change in the hard-line embargo policy. They were "a desperate maneuver" by President Bill
Clinton to dampen widespread discontent with the policy, he said.
Alarcon called the changes "a new attack in the political and ideological sphere." He noted that the
US had not made good on its promise last year to ease restrictions on the sale of medicine to Cuba
and that if the US wanted to help the Cuban people, it should lift the embargo. Alarcon tried to
discredit each of the modifications. Instead of increasing the US$1,200 annual limit on remittances
sent by Cubans in the US to relatives on the island, the new policy would permit any US resident to
send that amount.
The result would allow more money to pass to "counter-revolutionary traitors" in Cuba, said
Alarcon. "The idea seems to be, every North American should buy a Cuban," he said. Reestablishing direct mail service between the two countries would make it easy for terrorists in the
US to send mail bombs to Cuba, Alarcon said. As for allowing charter flight to Cuba from other
cities than Miami that is not new, having been agreed to in 1998. He called the proposal to sell
food and agricultural supplies to nongovernment bodies "a weapon to promote subversion and
undermine the revolution."
Some elements in the dissident community in Cuba also opposed the measures, preferring that
Clinton had accepted the proposal for a policy review offered by moderate Republicans but rejected
by Clinton (see NotiCen, 10/22/98). Manuel Cuesta, director of the dissident organization Corriente
Socialista Democratica Cubana, told Agence France-Presse that the modifications were "bad news."
A policy review would have been better and might have led to traditional diplomatic agreements
that would have met some of the objectives of the modifications.
Another dissident leader, Gustavo Arcos Bergnes, of the Comite Cubano Pro Derechos Humanos,
doubted that the Cuban government would accept the measures because they would open the way
for democracy in Cuba. The measures "conspire" against the government's political interests," he
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said. "This government cares little about putting its political interest before the economic needs of
the Cuban people." US officials portrayed the changes and in particular the money transfers and
food sales in much the same way that Alarcon described them as weapons aimed to weaken the
Castro government.
In announcing the changes, Clinton stressed that the measures were "designed to help the Cuban
people without strengthening the Cuban government." A White House official said, "We want to
expand the space available to private Cubans." Secretary of State Madeleine Albright described
them as an attempt to reach out to the Cuban people. Other administration officials reassured the
anti-Castro forces in the US that the modifications were consistent with the longstanding policy
objectives of the embargo.
Some analysts interpreted the changes as a tacit admission that embargo as a strategy to bring
down the Castro regime had failed, and was instead hurting ordinary Cubans. Others noted that
by publicly admitting the measures were aimed at driving a wedge between Cubans and the
Castro government, Cuba could be expected to reject some or all of them. Furthermore, one of the
proposals to improve transmission of anti-Castro programming on Radio and Television Marti could
function as a poison-pill measure making the entire package hard to swallow in Havana.
Dissident leader Manuel Cresta said the idea of putting more money into propaganda transmissions
"does not facilitate [people-to-people] contacts, it undermines them instead." In practical terms, the
Clinton administration has not said how it will address such questions as how dollars transferred
to private citizens in Cuba could be isolated within the economy so as not to benefit the Cuban
government's economic policies. And why would the Cuban government cooperate in allowing the
US to assist in the rise of an independent capitalist class in Cuba that the Cuban government has
tried so hard to control?

Reaction to policy changes mixed in exile community
Despite criticism from the anti-Castro faction in the US Congress, the response to the changes was
ambivalent in the exile community. Press accounts of exile opinion suggested that large numbers
of Cubans in the Miami area approved of the changes seeing them as a benefit to relatives on the
island while anti-Castro leaders mildly criticized the changes. Representative Ileana Ros-Lehtinen
(R-FL) said the changes were "an attempt to evade the laws and weaken the isolation of the Castro
regime."
But a New York Times analysis of the Clinton modifications portrayed the move as a victory for the
anti-Castro exile forces, who wanted to prevent Clinton from ordering a review of Cuban policy.
The Times story quotes former Clinton administration officials as saying the mild policy changes
were aimed at winning votes in New Jersey and Florida states heavily influenced by the Cuban exile
vote for presumed presidential candidate Al Gore in the 2000 election. One such official said, "The
Democrats are forever dreaming of carrying Florida. The basic presidential calculation on Cuba is
that any major change in [Cuban] policy involves short-term political costs."
Reacting to the negative comments by Cuban officials, State Department spokesman James Rubin
said, "It is hard not to be disappointed by the initial public response the Cuban officials have made
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that could make it less likely that the benefits of this arrangement to the Cuban people would be
made possible." He said some of the measures needed Cuban support to be implemented. "We trust
that upon reflection, the Cuban government will choose to cooperate on these measures where their
concurrence is needed.

Clinton again suspends Title III of Helms-Burton
In a related matter, on Jan. 15, Clinton suspended enforcement of Title III of the Helms-Burton Act
for the sixth time (see NotiCen, 07/16/98). The provision allows US citizens to sue foreign investors
who use property confiscated in Cuba during the 1960s.
Each suspension is for a period of six months. Title III has never been enforced. The president said
his decision was based on continued efforts by US allies to "to take concrete actions" in support of
the US policy goal of encouraging democracy and the improvement of the human rights record in
Cuba. [Sources: The New York Times, 01/06/99; Agence France-Presse, 01/06/99; El Nuevo Herald
(Miami), 01/08/99; Reuters, 01/08/99, 01/10/99; Associated Press, 01/11/99; El Pais (Spain), 01/12/99;
Notimex, 01/08/99, 01/10/99, 01/12/99]
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